Evaluation of serologic tests for diagnosis of anthrax after an outbreak of cutaneous anthrax in Paraguay.
An outbreak of at least 21 cases of cutaneous anthrax occurred in rural Paraguay. A case-control study revealed that disease was associated with touching the raw meat of an ill cow (odds ration = 16.5, P = .02). Serum drawn from 12 cases and 16 colony and 2 noncolony controls 6 w after the outbreak were analyzed by electrophoretic-immunotransblots (EITB) to detect serum antibodies to the protective antigen (PA) and lethal factor components of anthrax toxin. Serum was also tested by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) for the presence of antibodies to poly-D-glutamic acid capsule. Of 12 cases, 11 had a positive PA screen, for a sensitivity of 91.7% (76.1%-100%, 95% confidence interval [CI]) whereas none of the 18 controls was positive for a specificity of 100% (84.8%, one-sided binomial 95% CI). Only 6 (50%) of 12 cases (21.7%-78.3%, 95% CI) had positive lethal factor titers; all controls were negative. At a cutoff of greater than or equal to 1:32 for antibodies to capsule, 11 (91.7%) of 12 (76.1%-100%, 95% CI) were positive; 16 (88.9%) of 18 controls (74.5%-100%, 95% CI) were negative. These data suggest that the EITB for detection of antibody to PA, and ELISA for detection of anticapsule antibodies are both sensitive for the retrospective diagnosis of anthrax. Both tests were specific, but EITB may be more so than ELISA.